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Abstract 

The status of animals in the modern world has significantly changed over the last decades and the 
ethics of using horses in sport are now being questioned. This article aims to show the reality of animal 
welfare standards in modern equestrian sport, its pros and cons, and the possible fate of these Olympic 
disciplines in the near future, presenting various aspects of animal law and ethics, as well as combining 
the social and psychological aspects of sporting rivalry and the impact that human emotions – inevita-
ble in any sporting rivalry – have on the ethics of using horses. The simple fact is that no matter what 
rules are put in place by any governing body, it is impossible to eliminate all cases of animal abuse in 
the training of horses. Therefore, what leads to such behaviour towards horses are the psychological 
underpinnings of sporting rivalries. Therefore, changing the rules of equestrian sport by making it sig-
nificantly less competitive and lowering the expectations towards horses – which is inevitably con-
nected to removing equestrian sport from the Olympic Games – will result in a massive change in the 
quality of life and welfare of horses.  
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“If we fail to maintain a bright line between animals 
and human beings, we may end up by treating human 
beings as badly as we treat animals, rather than treat-
ing animals as well as we treat (or aspire to treat) hu-
man beings.”  

Richard A. Posner 

I. Introduction 
Animals have served humankind for centuries, proving to be indispensable for human survival, being 
used for food production, work activity and mobility purposes, as well as, later, also as companion 
animals. In the past, horses have not only been used in rural areas for farming and travelling purposes, 
but they have also played the most important role of all other farm animals, being used for military 
reasons, especially up until the First World War. The use of horses for military, travel and agricultural 
purposes changed diametrically after the industrial revolution, when horse riding became an increas-
ingly common leisure activity in Western countries, both for the more affluent riders and breeders, 
and more generally for sporting purposes. This has led us to the current reality, where the main use of 
horses today depends on equestrian sport, whose roots can be traced back to ancient Greece.1 This 
historical aspect becomes very important in the context of the Olympic games that have just taken 
place in Paris and the latest incidents in equestrian sports at the Olympic level. Over the last decades, 
the status of animals in the modern world has significantly changed and the ethics of using horses in 
sport are today being questioned. In addition, given that horses are the only animals being used in 
Olympic disciplines, the ethical standards for the use of horses in sport are governed by the Fédération 
Équestre Internationale, which, due to the principle of sports autonomy, takes precedence over state 
laws referring to animal welfare.2  

This article aims to show the reality of animal welfare standards in modern equestrian sports, its pros 
and cons, and the possible fate of these Olympic disciplines in the near future. It starts off by presenting 
the legal foundations of using – and protecting – animals in sport, briefly referring to various aspects 
of animal law and ethics. It focuses on EU law, as well as the most important aspects of animal 

 
1 Barbara Schrodt and Lorraine Snyder, ‘Equestrian Sports’, The Canadian Encyclopedia (20 edn, October 2016) 
<www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/equestrian-sports> accessed 15 April 2022. 
2 Małgorzata Lubelska-Sazanów, ‘Ethics in sports industry: When does sports autonomy become an excuse for 
animal abuse?’ (2024), International Journal of Law in Context, 1-17. 
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protection expressed in the national laws of EU Member States, as well as the position of animals 
under the law, with a brief summary and references to various legislation and literature, rather than a 
comprehensive presentation of laws, which I have already covered in my previous publications.3 After 
presenting the legal foundations of equestrian sport, the paper summarises the most recent contro-
versies and the most important facts relating to the ethics of using horses in equestrian sport as “signs 
of a revolution” that is already taking place in the equestrian sport industry. The problem of the posi-
tion of the horses in these sports is also presented, trying to place them somewhere between athletes 
and victims. The next step is to point out the main negative aspects of equestrian sport, combining the 
social and psychological aspects of sporting rivalry and the impact that human emotions – inevitable 
in any sporting rivalry – can have on the ethics of using horses. In the conclusion, I give my opinion on 
the possible future of equestrianism, including the question of whether it should remain an Olympic 
discipline. 

II. The legal basis for the use of animals in sport in the EU 
For the purposes of this paper, the most recognised significant changes to the primary law of the Eu-
ropean Union (EU) were introduced by the Treaty of Lisbon, which came into force in 2009 and 
amended the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU). With the introduction of Article 
13 to the TFEU, the EU introduced the recognition of animals as sentient beings, declaring that “[i]n 
formulating and implementing the Union's (…) policies, the Union and the Member States shall, since 
animals are sentient beings, pay full regard to the welfare requirements of animals.” Unfortunately, 
the last part of this provision states that the legislative or administrative provisions and customs of the 
Member States relating in particular to “religious rites, cultural traditions, and regional heritage” must 
also be respected. These exceptions to the treatment of animals as sentient beings, together with the 
autonomy of sports law, constitute the reality of animals in the EU, allowing for corridas, ritual slaugh-
ter and (semi-controlled) animal abuse in equestrian sports. 

In general, the legal systems of the EU Member States also contain provisions stating that animals are 
not things. This is the effect of the process of “dereification” in animal law that occurred over the 
course of the last century4 and into this century – whether in civil codes or in specific animal protection 
legislation.5 However, while dereification provisions establish that animals are not things, they also 
tend to state that provisions relating to things apply to animals respectively. Thus, wherever animals 
are exploited for human purposes, there is a conflict between the autonomous rights of animals’ own-
ers and the requirement to meet the basic needs of animals. In this way, the mere use of animals in 
sport could be justified by policy makers on the basis of the health benefits associated with equine 
sports.6 Following this path, the rights of animal owners could be limited in accordance with the 

 
3 Małgorzata Lubelska-Sazanów, ‘Ethics in sports industry: When does sports autonomy become an excuse for 
animal abuse?’ (2024), International Journal of Law in Context, 1-17; Małgorzata Lubelska-Sazanów, ‘Animals as 
specific objects of obligations under Polish and German law’ (V&R Unipress, 2020). 
4 Tomasz Pietrzykowski and Małgorzata Lubelska-Sazanów, ‘Legal dereification of animals’ in Pietrzykowski T and 
Birgitta Wahlberg (eds), Research Handbook of Animal Law and Animal Rights (forthcoming); Olivier LeBot, Con-
stitutional Animal Law (Paris: Independently Published, 2023). 
5 For example: § 285a of the Austrian Civil Code, § 90a of the German Civil Code, Art. 1 of the Polish Animal 
Protection Act, Art. 515-14 of the French Civil Code, § 494 of the Czech Civil Code. 
6 Margaret M Bass, Catherine A Duchowny and Maria M Llabre, ‘The effect of therapeutic horseback riding on 
social functioning in children with autism’ (2009) Journal of autism and developmental disorders 39(9), 1261; 
Susana Muñoz-Lasa, Giorgio Ferriero, Raquel Valero, Fernando Gomez-Muñiz, Alessia Rabini and Enrique Varela, 
‘Effect of therapeutic horseback riding on balance and gait of people with multiple sclerosis’ (2011) Giornale 
italiano di medicina di lavoro ed ergonomia 33(4), 462; Rachelle A Martin, William J Taylor, Lois J Surgenor, Fiona 
P Graham, William M M Levack and Neville M Blampied, ‘Evaluating the effectiveness of therapeutic horse riding 
for children and young people experiencing disability: a single-case experimental design study’ (2020) Disability 
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principle of the least restrictive means, as introduced by Childress et al.7 According to these authors, 
proportionality and least infringement are examples of two (of five) conditions necessary to justify 
public health interventions. In cases where a public health measure infringes on some more general 
moral consideration, it must be shown that the infringement is proportionate to the public health ben-
efit.8 While this may be the case with hippotherapy or possibly the recreational use of horses, when 
they are kept in their natural conditions and ridden in an empathetic way using animal-friendly training 
methods, it is definitely not the case for competitive equestrian sport, where human emotions clearly 
dominate over empathy towards the horse.  

The Fédération Equestre Internationale (FEI) has strict rules regarding the methods used to train 
horses. According to the FEI’s rules and principles, excessive use of the whip, the use of prohibited 
training methods, the beating of horses or the excessive use of spurs are all forbidden and punishable 
by a yellow warning card, a fine or even disqualification.9 However, this leads to the conclusion that 
the use of whips and spurs is a general reality in equestrian sport. Since it is impossible to observe the 
daily training sessions of every horse, the assumption that the use of whips and spurs is standard prac-
tice in equestrian sport leaves the decision as to whether a particular use is ethical or not to the sub-
jective judgment of the rider, which is inevitably linked to cases of misinterpretation. 

In addition, horses used in Olympic level equestrian sport become a valuable “commodity”, making it 
too risky to allow them to play freely in paddocks with other horses. Some countries, such as Switzer-
land and the United Kingdom, have introduced laws making it compulsory for horses to be allowed to 
exercise outdoors. In Switzerland, the law10 requires that working horses (those who are ridden or 
work regularly) must be allowed to exercise freely outdoors at least two days a week, for at least two 
hours each day. The Danish legislation dictates that all horses should have a minimum of two hours in 
a paddock or “other exercise” every day,11 which is a wording that easily allows the free movement of 
horses in natural conditions to be replaced by another training. While the Swiss law refers to group 
housing only in reference to young horses (up to two and a half years old), the Danish law generally 
refers to the presence of “compatible companions” in reference to all types of horses, “unless veteri-
nary conditions speak decisively against this.” As there are several “veterinary conditions” that every 
horse may suffer from, this (albeit logical) exception might easily lead to a horse’s basic need being 
denied. In addition, the absence of a “compatible companion” can easily become a subjective point of 
view for the owner, making it very likely that horses working in equestrian sport will not spend any 
free time outdoors to avoid the risk of an injury. Still, in countries like Denmark, the United Kingdom 
or Switzerland the position of working horses is, at least, theoretically better than in most countries, 
where the law does not make any reference at all to their time outdoors. 

 

and rehabilitation. 42(26), 3734; Chang Ho Yu, Chul U Hong, Seung Rok Kang and Tae Kyu Kwon, ‘Analysis of basal 
physical fitness and lumbar muscle function according to indoor horse-riding exercise’ (2014) Biomedical mate-
rials and engineering 24(26), 2395. In reference to the psychological benefits of horse-back riding, see e.g.: Glen-
nys Asselin, Julius H Penning, Savithri Ramanujam, Rebecca Neri and Constance Ward, ‘Therapeutic horse-back 
riding of a spinal cord injured veteran: a case study’ (2012), Rehabilitation nursing: the official journal of the 
Association of Rehabilitation Nurses. 37(6), 270. 
7 James F. Childress, Ruth R Faden, Ruth D Gaare, Lawrence O Gostin, Jeffrey Kahn, Richard J Bonnie, Nancy E 
Kass, Anna C Mastroianni, Jonathan D Moreno and Philip Nieburg‚ ‘Public health ethics: Mapping the terrain‘ 
(2002) Journal of Law Medicine and Ethics, 30 (2), 170. 
8 Morten F Byskov, ‘Qualitative and quantitative interpretations of the least restrictive means’ (2019) Bioethics 
33(4), 511. 
9 FEI General Rules and Principles 2024, Art. 142. 
10 Swiss Animal Protection Ordinance 2008, Art. 61. 
11 Danish Act on Keeping Horses 2014. 
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The problem with the use of animals in equestrian sport is that as long as equestrian sport is an Olympic 
sport and governed by a single governing body – the FEI – the autonomy of the sport will always prevail 
over national animal welfare legislation. 

III. Signs of a revolution 
Recently, equestrian sport has been the subject of increasing controversy, namely in relation to the 
status of the horse as a competitor in the context of a debate on the personhood of animals and the 
protection of animal rights. In order to guarantee a minimum level of welfare for horses, the FEI, as 
the sole authority for all international equestrian sport events, issues rules aimed at safeguarding these 
standards. In recent years, however, the ethical aspects of horse participation in sport have become 
the subject of debate. In 2019, at the FEI European Championships in Rotterdam, a young woman ran 
out onto the showjumping parkour while one of the competitors was attempting a difficult triple com-
bination jump with his horse. The protester had the phrase “stop horse slavery” painted on her body 
and was holding a sign that read, “horse beating is not a sport”. Although this was not the first protest 
against the use of animals in sport, the gross violation of safety rules made it famous throughout the 
world, including outside the equestrian industry, and raised awareness of the ethical aspects of eques-
trian sport. Leaving aside the question of the danger of such movements (for the activist, for the rider 
and for the horse her- or himself), doubts have been sown as to whether horse beating does remain 
one of the main foundations of equestrian sport. This leads to a more general question – should horses 
be used in sport at all?  

On 23 July 2024, just a few days before the start of the Olympic Games in Paris, the British equestrian’s 
governing body, British Equestrian, decided to suspend one of its most talented equestrian competi-
tors from competing in the games after a video became public showing her striking a horse with a long 
whip more than 20 times in one minute during a training session.12 The British rider, who won six 
Olympic medals in dressage in London, Rio de Janeiro and Tokyo, could have become Britain’s most 
decorated female Olympian in Paris. However, the FEI’s British governing body, showed by its decision 
that the horse’s welfare takes precedence over Olympic medals. There is also a secondary question – 
whether this decision was based on moral grounds or to protect the image of equestrianism herself. 
After all, the FEI worked hard to improve the image of equestrian sport in the public eye following 
several incidents of animal abuse in the past years. In the age of the internet and social media, when 
anything can be recorded and go viral in an instant, when society is becoming increasingly aware of 
animal cruelty and when animal law scholars around the world are educating society to change atti-
tudes from animal welfarism to animal rights,13 there is also an increasing number of public voices 
calling for a reformulation of equestrian sport, or even banning it from the Olympic Games. The eques-
trian discipline of the pentathlon has already suffered this fate, since the federations for modern pen-
tathlon decided to replace horse riding with a different fifth discipline in order to save the sport from 
being discontinued at the Olympic Games, following an incident in which a German athlete abused an 
uncooperative horse in 2021. The 2024 Olympic Games in Paris are supposed to be the last to use the 
“old” version of the pentathlon including show jumping.14  

 
12 Sonia Twigg, ‘Video of Charlotte Dujardin whipping horse shown live on Good Morning Britain’ (The Independ-
ent, 25 July 2024) <https://www.independent.co.uk/sport/olympics/charlotte-dujardin-good-morning-britain-
video-horse-b2585526.html> accessed: 25 July 2024. 
13 Anne Peters ‘Toward International Animal Rights’ in Anne Peters (ed), Studies in Global Animal Law (Springer 
2020). 
14 Alan Baldwin, ‘Farewell to the horse, obstacles ahead for Pentathlon’, (Reuters, 10 July 2024), 
<https://www.reuters.com/sports/olympics/farewell-horse-obstacles-ahead-pentathlon-2024-07-10/> access-
ed: 18 August 2024. 
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Initial steps have already been taken to tackle aggressive or cruel treatment of horses in equestrian 
sport, for example when, in 2010, an FEI round-table conference declared “rollkur” – a method used 
almost universally in dressage before its ban, defined as bending the horse’s neck through aggressive 
force – to be unacceptable (banning its use in all events organised by the FEI). The same refers to 
“barring” or “rapping”, defined as causing pain or discomfort to horses when they touch or knock a 
pole, to achieve the effect of keeping their legs higher when jumping the next obstacle, which was 
already banned in the FEI General Rules during FEI events or at “any other time” as stated in its Article 
142. However, many riders claim that these methods are still being used outside of shows where 
horses are trained on a daily basis. Although this is not easy to be confirmed or denied, such allegations 
continue to cast the sport of equestrianism in a bad light. For example, in 2021, the FEI filed a complaint 
against a famous and eligible German show jumper for a possible violation of FEI rules and relevant 
animal welfare legislation referring to the use of abusive methods during the training of horses in 2021. 
However, the issue of horse rapping is much more complicated in Germany, where national law intro-
duced the term of “touching”, which is permitted, as opposed to “barring”, which is forbidden. The 
FEI’s investigation was eventually discontinued, but the example shows the depth of ambiguities in 
equestrian disciplines. While horse abuse can certainly be reported, such reports might both over- and 
underestimate the actual prevalence of the practice. Some have suggested that the video of the British 
dressage rider just before the Olympics may have had a political element to it, although others have 
suggested similar investigations might have been swept under the carpet for the same reasons. Nev-
ertheless, equestrian sport has entered a difficult time in the digital era, full of mobile phone videos 
that can often be misleading.15 However, there is no denying that these problems have highlighted the 
important issue of animal welfare in these sports. 

In 2022, the FEI created the Equine Ethics and Wellbeing Commission, which carried out a global survey 
on equine ethics and wellbeing. Among the findings was that 75% of the almost 28,000 respondents 
had concerns about the welfare of horses used in sport. One of the members of the Equine Ethics and 
Wellbeing Commission is also the author of the Ethical Framework for the Use of Horses in Competitive 
Sport. All of this underlines that, as has already been stated, the need of the equine industry to be 
proactive in adapting its practices to reflect the changing consensus of public opinion.16 While it is clear 
that the FEI will do all it can to keep equestrian sport in the Olympic Games, this is already being chal-
lenged by animal welfare activists,17 with the famous animal protection organisation People for the 
Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA) claiming for the removal of all equestrian events from Olympic 
Games.18  

IV. The horse – an athlete or a victim? 
According to the FEI “(e)questrian sport is a unique case of a sport that involves animal and human 
athletes working together as a team.” At the same time, Article 165 TFEU states that “the EU’s aim is 
to protect the physical and moral integrity of sportsmen and sportswomen.” Since the FEI considers a 
horse to be an athlete,19 this implies that the EU must also protect the physical and moral integrity of 

 
15 Katherine Dashper, Human-Animal Relationships in Equestrian Sports and Leisure (Routledge 2016). 
16 Madeleine Campbell, ‘When does use become abuse in equestrian sport?’ (2013) Equine Veterinary Education 
25(10), 489. 
17 Twigg, supra note 12. 
18 Connor O'Halloran, ‘Charlotte Dujardin: PETA demand Olympics equestrian ban’ (Entertainment and Sports 
Programming Network, 24 July 2024) <https://www.espn.com/olympics/story/_/id/40633947/peta-demands-
ioc-axe-equestrian-sports-dujardin-suspension> accessed 25 July 2024. 
19 Equine Ethics and Wellbeing Commission, A good life for horses. A vision for the future involvement of horses 
in sport. Final Report (2023) <https://inside.fei.org/system/files/EEWBC%20Final%20Re-
port%20to%20FEI%20Board_Updated%2014Nov23.pdf> accessed 30 July 2024. 
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horses, as Article 165 TFEU should consequently apply to both types of athletes working together in 
equestrian sport. Meanwhile, the FEI’s General Rules,20 while theoretically aimed at improving the 
welfare of horses in equestrian sport, refer only to the ‘excessive’ use of spurs or whips (defined as 
using it more than three consecutive times), implying that the less extreme use is obvious, acceptable 
and crucial to achieving certain goals in this sport.  

The question that arises in this context is how different a horse is from a human, especially when it 
comes to striking an animal or a human. It is a fact that animals do not have the same legal status as 
humans, and in most legal systems they fall somewhere between legal persons and things. However, 
the civil law qualification of animals should not apply to the welfare of horses in equestrian sport – 
where their names are sometimes better known than those of the riders, where the rider and the 
horse have to “work together as a team” (as the FEI states) and especially where, according to the FEI, 
the welfare of the horse must be paramount and never subordinated to competitive or commercial 
influences.21 What makes one of the athletes in this ‘team’ less equal than the other? It is obvious that 
the human has to teach the horse certain movements, certain behaviours and to lead the horse in the 
parkour. However, being the leader can lead to the abuse of the power by the rider. The crux of the 
matter is whether or not it is considered wrong to use force on a horse. For it to be considered “wrong”, 
the human would first have to believe that striking the horse causes her or him pain, which could be 
of a physical or emotional nature. Therefore, according to various laws, animals must be kept free from 
distress, which, if deliberately caused by a human, could also be considered animal abuse. Secondly, if 
beating a horse is indeed considered as a wrong, it would have to evoke feelings of compassion, in the 
sense that not only does the beating cause the animal pain or distress, but the mere feeling that an 
animal is suffering these emotions causes a human to feel compassion. It has been shown that while 
moral outrage is felt by observers both in cases of human and animal abuse, in the case of human 
abuse, moral outrage is driven by perceptions of the immorality of the abuse, whereas in animal abuse 
cases, moral outrage is driven by perceptions of the suffering of the victims.22  

Whether or not an observer considers a certain behaviour towards a horse to be aggressive or to be 
animal suffering depends largely on two aspects. Firstly, knowledge of the horse’s behaviour and sen-
sitivity, and secondly whether this behaviour is considered “normal” in a certain environment, in other 
words whether this observer has been exposed to it before and is used to it. This view is consistent 
with the culture pattern model of aggression, according to which aggression is predominantly a learned 
behaviour. This means that exposure to aggressive behaviour tends to make people more aggressive.23 
This is consistent with the findings of the Equine Ethics and Wellbeing Commission that the highest 
percentages of concern about the welfare of horses used in sport were expressed by vets (87%) and 
leisure riders (84%), i.e. in groups outside of the FEI pyramid. The reason for this may be that these 
groups of people– who are not exposed to more or less aggressive behaviour towards horses on a daily 
basis –do not consider such methods of training horses in sport as “something normal”. This may con-
firm that people adapt to their misbehaviour by adapting their own psychological mechanisms. 

What increases the tendency to use aggressive methods was shown in one of the most famous psy-
chological experiments, conducted by Philip Zimbardo at Stanford University in 1971.24 This demon-
strated how good people can rapidly become tyrannical under certain circumstances, depending on 

 
20 FEI General Rules and Principles 2023. 
21 FEI Code of Conduct for The Welfare of the Horse 2013. 
22 Kelly C Burke et al., ‘Harming cats and dogs: People are as morally outraged, but not as punitive, in animal 
versus human abuse cases’ (2023) The Humanistic Psychologist 51(2), 207. 
23 Mark Holowchak, ‘Aggression, Gender, and Sport: Reflections on Sport as a Means of Moral Education’ (2003) 
Journal of Social Philosophy 34(3), 387. 
24 Philip Zimbardo, The Lucifer Effect: Understanding How Good People Turn Evil (Random House Trade Paper-
backs, 2008). 
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their role in society and the environment. It is difficult not to use the power that we have been given, 
and this often leads to overuse or abuse of that power. In equestrianism, this is expressed in the misuse 
of the whip, spurs or putting too much force on the bit, as the rider has this power over the horse and 
it can make the difference between winning or finishing second in an equestrian competition just be-
fore the finish line or the last fence. Research has confirmed that anxiety, anger, surprise and sadness 
are the most commonly recognised emotions in sporting rivalry, with a recognition accuracy more than 
80%.25 When feeling these emotions, when being on the verge of losing or winning a prize that an 
equestrian has dedicated much of their life and trained hard for, it can become very difficult to think 
about the partnership with the horse, who easily can becomes a victim rather than a teammate. It is 
not the cruelty of the rider, but the circumstances and the equestrian sport environment that make 
the rider cruel in these circumstances. 

V. What is wrong with equestrian sport? 
The assumption that the use of a whip is not be absolutely forbidden in equestrian sport has a certain 
logic, since using it can sometimes prevent a major accident, for example when a horse expresses 
doubts just before jumping a 1.60 m obstacle in show jumping competitions. However, there is no 
reason to use the whip in flat racing other than to motivate the horse to run faster and gain a compet-
itive advantage. 

The French philosopher René Girard theorises that the origins and tenacity of human aggression derive 
from humanity's foundational social nature.26 This means that because we live in groups, we internalise 
and repeat our values since they come from reliable, tested information.27 The same thing happens 
with bullying in the army – soldiers repeat the same behaviour that they were once exposed to. This 
applies also to young equestrians exposed to cruel and abusive methods of training horses (especially 
if it produces the expected results). When they see it for the first time, they may resist, but the student-
trainer relationship makes them obey these rules. After some time, they get used to these training 
methods and treat them as equestrian reality, which some of them will undoubtedly use in the future.  

However, the most important factor in human-horse abuse in equestrian sport is the simple fact that 
one individual in the partnership has more power over the other and more drive to win than the other. 
Even in the case of the most compassionate horse riders, this disparity in knowledge, ambition and 
drive to win can lead to aggressive behaviour towards horses.  

At the same time, I am aware that now that we have domesticated horses and used them for “higher 
purposes” than in agriculture, it is no longer possible to simply release them into a world full of glass 
buildings and concrete. What should be reassuring, however, is the fact that an increasing number of 
equestrians are applying the methods of “natural horsemanship”, using practices that are supposedly 
derived from observing the natural behaviour of free-roaming horses and rejecting abusive training 
methods.28 However, the methods applied in “natural horsemanship” aim at achieving a better rela-
tionship with the horse, not at winning medals or achieving fame. The desire to win a certain compe-
tition will always inevitably involve emotions that can overwhelm a rider who is entitled to use a whip, 
spurs and bridle during a competition (and in the daily training away from the eyes of the FEI 

 
25 Huijian Deng, Shijian Tao and Jingen Tang, ‘Prediction of Sports Aggression Behavior and Analysis of Sports 
Intervention Based on Swarm Intelligence Model’ 2022(6), Scientific Programming. 
26 Marcia Pally, ‘Philosophical questions and biological findings, Part 1: Human Cooperativity, Competition, and 
aggression’ (2020) Zygon 55(4), 1058. 
27 Nicholas Claidière and Andrew Whiten, ‘Integrating the Study of Conformity and Culture in Humans and Non-
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Commission). The commercialisation of equestrian sport has also led to the pressure for immediate 
success, without the necessary groundwork and time, which has changed the way that professional 
riders view their horses.29 This leads to the conclusion that while recreational riding, the teaching of 
respect for horses and the use of natural methods of training horses could still be defended (given the 
anthropocentric era in which we live and the lack of other ways of giving the horses the activity they 
need in captivity), the abuse of horses (at least occasionally) is inevitably associated with equestrian 
sport – probably at all levels, but certainly at the Olympic level. The expectations of horses used in 
sport are so high that it is very difficult to train them to this level without tethering on the edge of 
animal ethics. Especially as the incentives are so high – the global sports industry worldwide was worth 
nearly 355 billion US dollars in 2021 and is expected to grow to over 700 billion US dollars by 2026.30 
This massive industry includes the people, activities and organisations involved in producing, facilitat-
ing and organising sporting activities.  

VI. Summary 
The equestrian sports industry is a lucrative branch of business for numerous stakeholders. The ques-
tion I have tried to ask in this article is not whether it is ethical or not to use horses in sport, but why 
unethical actions towards horses take place in equestrian sport. The simple fact is that whatever rules 
are set by whatever governing body, it is impossible to eliminate all cases of animal abuse in the train-
ing of horses. As detailed in previous sections, the psychological underpinnings of sporting rivalry are 
what leads to such behaviour towards horses. Firstly, the high standards set for the horses used in the 
sport, and secondly, the incentives associated with winning prizes, inevitably combine with human 
nature to push horses harder to reach extremes. I must underline that it is not the riders’ lack of em-
pathy or any desire to deny the horse the dignity it deserves. It is simply human nature to inadvertently 
use excuses, habits and denial to protect ourselves from realising our own wrongdoing when we feel 
compelled to take certain actions. Additionally, the extent of the grey areas in these sports, where 
nothing appears to be black or white, makes it very difficult to treat horses with respect and compas-
sion. This is especially true when we consider that horses are naturally calm and receptive animals, 
easily submissive to humans. 

I believe that equestrian sport at the Olympic level will remain unethical and lead to a degeneration of 
the horse’s nature as long as the incentives in this sport remain so high. The fact that horses are con-
sidered luxury goods, and that equestrian sport is considered noble and prestigious is related to the 
economics of this sport, although money never goes well with ethics and empathy. However, I also 
firmly believe that it is still possible to ride ethically and that cooperation between humans and horses 
can be beneficial to both. However, in my opinion this excludes training horses to Grand Prix level and 
putting too much pressure on winning competitions. This could be changed, for example, by competing 
with natural methods, without whips and spurs, but also by limiting the aspect of sporting rivalry to a 
level where all human-animal pairs that complete the competition without any mistakes would be 
awarded prizes. Such an attitude would exclude the darker aspects of human nature that abuse the 
horse in order to win. At the same time, it would be the bond between the rider and the horse that 
would be rewarded, not the unknown training methods used to ensure victory. Although it may be 
considered utopian, the revolution in equestrianism has already begun and is unlikely to end without 
major changes, of which the removal of equestrianism from the Olympic Games, with all its subsequent 
consequences, is likely to be one. 

 
29 Kate Dashper, ‘Tools of the Trade or Part of the Family? Horses in Competitive Equestrian Sport’ (2014) Society 
and Animals 22(4), 352. 
30 Christiana Gough C (2023) ’Total Sports Market Revenue Worldwide 2021-2026’ (Statista, 2023) 
<https://www.statista.com/statistics/370560/worldwide-sports-market-revenue/> accessed 25 July 2024. 
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